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The purpose of this journal is “to promote a climate of respect,
understanding and sharing between Jewish and Christian communities;
not only for the exercise of love and appreciation of the other,
but also for the discovery of truths and values which
surpass the genius of both traditions.”
This is the hope dreamed in the name of our journal,
SHABBAT SHALOM: hope of reconciliation, hope of SHALOM,
inspired and nurtured through a common reflection anchored
in the experience of the SHABBAT.
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Jacques B. Doukhan

Editorial

Life with God, Where Does It Go?

Jacques B. Doukhan, D.H.L., Th.D.

W

ho can speak
rightly about life
with God? There are so
many ways of living with God, so
many religions. It is troubling
that all these religions refer to the
same God, the God of life, the
Creator, and yet live differently.
They do not eat the same food,
they do not pray the same prayers.
They do not even worship at the
same time. How can we account
for this multiplicity of religions?
The nonreligious person sneers at
us who claim to believe in one
God. All the more so as this claim
to the “unique” God far too often degenerated into intolerance,
inquisitions and crusades. This
unique God is my God. Only my
story, my story and my lesson, is
the right one. You have to do it
my way. If not, I’ll kill you.

The first example of this way
of thinking was given by Cain,
who killed Abel precisely because
his brother did not do it his way.
Is there here a lesson on behalf
of pluralism? Should we then say
yes to the many ways—even to
the bad way, the wrong way? In
truth, the reason for this intolerance and paradoxicality for these
many ways lies in the fact that
religion has become a culture, a
mere human expression of some
vague wisdom. One has forgotten in the process that the best
way, the only way indeed to live
with God, is to let God live with
us. The way to God is God’s way
to us. So understood, life with
God becomes an adventure, a
journey, where we only know the
one with whom we walk but we
do not know where we will go.
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Interview

Jay Henry Moses

Rabbi Jay Henry Moses got his
start in Jewish leadership through
NFTY, Reform Judaism’s youth
movement. He graduated from the
University of Michigan in 1991
with a B.A. in English literature.
In 1992, Rabbi Moses enrolled at
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion and was awarded
a Wexner Graduate Fellowship for
his rabbinical studies. During his
years in Cincinnati at HUC-JIR,
Rabbi Moses served as a student
rabbi at congregations in Grand
Forks, North Dakota and Pine
Bluff, Arkansas. He was ordained
and came to Temple Sholom of Chicago in 1997.
Rabbi Moses has shown a continual commitment to two Jewish
passions: educating youth and engaging in mitzvah activities. He is
on the board of Kavod, a nonprofit
tzedakah collective. Rabbi Moses
also serves on various committees in
support of Olin-Sang-Ruby Union
Institute, Reform Judaism’s camp
serving the Great Lakes region. He
is an active volunteer with the Jewish Council on Urban Affairs and
the Old Town School of Folk Music. He loves to play basketball and
to spend time with friends, especially
his dog Motek.

S

habbat Shalom:
What is the purpose of spiritual life
for you? How would you see your
role in this life?
Moses: The .purpose of
spiritual life is to seek truth and
meaning in life. I don’t believe that
what we take in with our senses and
process with our intellect is the
whole story of being. In fact, it is
only the gateway, only the tip of
the iceberg, the garments concealing the real truth. The purpose of
spiritual life is to see what is under
the garments. My role in life is then
to be seeker—for myself—as well
as guide—for others, when .they are
interested.
Shabbat Shalom: Is life with God
an individual choice or is God
present anyway? Does it imply a
particular or ideal way of life?
Moses: God is there no matter
what; we choose whether or not to
be aware of God’s presence and pay
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attention. Our choice is whether
to believe and practice based on
this awareness. I believe there are
different ways of interpreting the
kind of life implied by this awareness. Judaism, and Jewish law, is
one series of ways to live out this
awareness. It’s not the only one; it’s
just a venerable, respectable one,
and it happens to be my legacy.
That’s no accident either.
Shabbat Shalom: What are the
elements of your life with God?
Moses: I meditate each morning, with traditional Jewish elements of prayer—head covering
and prayer shawl. I lead services on
the Sabbath in synagogue. I study
traditional Jewish texts. I seek awesome sights in nature. I love to listen to many kinds of music and
sing. I cherish love relationships
and friendships. In each of these
experiences, I find moments of
closeness to God, moments of connection to something higher and

more powerful than what is apparent on the surface.
Shabbat Shalom: How do you
communicate with God?
Moses: I communicate with
God by trying to get my ego out
of the way and let God in. I am
almost never able to do it.
Shabbat Shalom: How important is study in your spiritual life?
Moses: Study is very important
because the Jewish tradition is a
textual tradition. We have expressed our relationship to God
through texts for over 3000 years.
I believe that the intellect and the
spirit meet in the study of religious
texts. I also believe studying pushes
us to grow intellectually and spiritually; it challenges us, and I believe that challenge and growth are
at the heart of deep spiritual truth.
Shabbat Shalom: How do communal activities enrich your life
with God? Why is worship together with other persons of value
to you?
Moses: Community is essential
to Jewish religious practice. The
experience of a group praying and
singing together is one of the most
powerful religious truths in our
world. Judaism teaches that certain
prayers require a “minyan,” a quorum of ten. Community—warts
and all—is critical. We learn much
alone, and there is much to be said
for private, quiet, isolated spiritual
experiences; but Judaism’s Talmud
teaches “do not separate yourself
from the community.”
Shabbat Shalom: How are children initiated to live a life with
God?
Moses: This varies from community to community and family
to family. Minimally, children are
taught the building blocks of Judaism: Hebrew, holidays, Bible stories, life-cycle events. It is hoped
that they will take these building
blocks and use them as they enter
their own spiritual journeys in
adulthood.
Shabbat Shalom: How important are Jewish ceremonies and
festivals to your life with God?

I believe that the deepest Jewish
ethical truth
.
about eating—deeper by far than keeping
kosher in its traditional way—is vegetarianism.
Moses: Very important. The
rhythm of time is something many
of us take for granted, both the
cycle of seasons and the cycle of
life. Judaism insists that every passage—each day, week, month, sea-

We can never
“understand” God;
we can only catch
glimpses.
son, year, each birth, coming-ofage, marriage, death, etc.—speaks
of the meaning of the whole thing.
Judaism is a system for seeking
meaning, and each ceremony
touches on a different intuitive
human curiosity, need, or yearning. We link history with our own
struggle to find God in this way.
While the whole package of Jewish observance can be overwhelming, each ceremony individually is
beautiful and important.
Shabbat Shalom: Is obedience
to the Torah necessary (or crucial)
to live your life with God?
Moses: Yes, but I interpret “obedience to the Torah” liberally. I
believe the Torah contains core values, and I believe in obedience to
them: compassion, charity, decency, discipline, hospitality, fidelity, study, and many others. I also
believe that our understanding of
the Torah and its values changes
over time. I don’t believe the Torah is a manual to be followed literally in all cases; it is simply the
starting point, the system of “roots”
to which we trace ourselves, but
our actual practice is more like the
“fruit” or “leaves” of the tree, bearing only scant resemblance to the
roots, but inextricably connected
to them and growing out from

them. I study and preach from the
Torah in this interpretive way
weekly.
Shabbat Shalom: What is the
major source for morality and ethics in your life?
Moses: Jewish tradition is my
major source. Judaism certainly
does not have the corner on the
market of these values, but I like
to think of us as founding shareholders. I have picked up much
morality from parents, teachers,
friends, school, the media, society,
etc; but the older I get the more I
read my morals through the lens
of Judaism, consciously. I believe
God wants us to continually strive
to improve ourselves, so the connection is clear.
Shabbat Shalom: The Greeks
regarded work as unworthy of a
“good” person, and they would
have rather kept busy thinking
than working. How do you regard work?
Moses: The Talmud teaches: im
ein kemach, ein Torah. “Without
sustenance (lit. flour, i.e. the work
that puts bread on the table), you
can’t have Torah.” I believe both are
necessary for a balanced life. Work
makes rest meaningful.
Shabbat Shalom: Usually Jewish people are regarded as being
very active. What does the concept of rest mean to you?
Moses: I’m not sure I agree with
that stereotype. In ultraorthodox
communities, it is a badge of status to spend all one’s time studying Torah, and not “working” at a
trade at all. Rest is a supreme value,
though. The story of the creation
of the world depicts God creating
for six days and then resting. The
natural rhythm of the world demands that we rest periodically. It
is unhealthy physically and spiritually not to. If God needs rest,
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then God knows we do.
Shabbat Shalom: Regarding
performance and achievement,
how do you react to the following
statements: “God will provide”
and “I have to work hard to get
what I need”?
Moses: I’m more in the “God
helps those who help themselves”
camp. I think the drive for
achievement is deeply rooted in
the Jewish psyche, from the Torah on. Our view of God has always been one who challenges us
to be the best we can be, in terms
of education, professions, ethics,
and every way imaginable. God
only provides me with the gifts
and strength I need to achieve in
the material world. The commitment to do it is what I need to
bring.
Shabbat Shalom: What is recreation for you? How do you relate recreation to your spiritual
life?
Moses: Recreation, like rest, is
crucial for balance. I believe the
body needs work and exercise to
remain healthy. I love sports, basketball, baseball, cycling. I love
to spend time playing with my
dog in the park. I believe entertainment—sporting events, cultural experiences, concerts, museums, etc.—all contributes to
the healthy mind, body and spirit
by virtue of the balance it encourages. I believe God created us
with different interests, needs
and temperaments, and that we
should listen to our bodies and
souls.
Shabbat Shalom: How important are aesthetic aspects of life
in your life with God?
Moses: Very important. God
touches us in many ways; we can
never “understand” God, we can
only catch glimpses. The “keyholes” to look through are everywhere, and these areas are important keyholes for me. There is no
easy formula for finding God.
God is everywhere and in everything, and each one of us will
tune in on different frequencies.

Shabbat Shalom: Is diet an
important part of your walk
with God? Why?
Moses: Yes. I believe Judaism
challenges us to uplift the mundane and make it sacred. Nothing is more mundane than eating. I have chosen to be a vegetarian as a statement of this holiness of the apparently mundane. In doing so, I connect myself to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, where they are given
the plants to eat, and the animals
only for company. I believe that
the deepest Jewish ethical truth
about eating—deeper by far than
keeping kosher in its traditional
way—is vegetarianism. Also, the
gratitude for food is an important spiritual connection. Blessings before and after meals are the
tool for uplifting the mundane.
Shabbat Shalom: So, physical
health in an important ingredient of your religious life?
Moses: Yes. The body is a
miracle, a gift from God. I believe Judaism challenges me to
get in touch with my body, and
that my body is a receptacle of
God’s energy. I try to treat it as
such.
Shabbat Shalom: In the Bible
we find phrases like: “Remember . . .” and “You have seen . . .”
and it seems that these imply that
for a Jewish person the past is in
front of them and the future is
behind them. What lessons are
learned from the past? How do
you relate to the uncertainty of
the future, in your life with God?
Moses: Jewish tradition
teaches that there is no chronology in the Torah; it’s all an illusion. The Truth is not timebound. Yet, it’s true that we are
challenged always to remember
and learn from our past. I believe
that events unfold in ways which
are educational and which reveal
something of the deeper meaning of our existence. I think the
uncertainty of the future is how
it has to be for humans. Certainty
shouldn’t be the goal; preparation
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to accept the future and to be
able to deal with it is the goal in
my life with God. God teaches
us how to deal with the future,
but only if we are paying attention to the past and the present.
Only if we truly understand the
heart of the stranger, as we are
commanded to do, can we be
ready for the next time that “Jew”
and “stranger” become synonymous.
Shabbat Shalom: When is life
with God difficult?
Moses: Life with God is not
difficult. Life in general is difficult. The problem is when we
expect God to make it otherwise.
If we expect God to prevent or
solve our problems, we are inevitably disappointed. The biggest
challenge is accepting that God
may be distant, difficult to access
in as direct a way as our spiritual
hunger may cause us to want.
Shabbat Shalom: What would
you share from your personal experience to kindle someone’s interest in a life with God?
Moses: I often feel compelled
to acknowledge my own doubts
and to legitimize doubt and uncertainty as a very valid theological exercise. I grew up with no
real God-language. I’m still not
totally comfortable even with
some of the things I have said in
this interview. And yet, I think
too many people dismiss God too
quickly because they expect theology to withstand the scrutiny
of rational or scientific inquiry.
I would share that I have discovered a world beyond the rational
and scientific; respecting and including it, but not limited to it.
This is the world of God-talk,
and it reflects a truth even deeper
than the rational mind has been
able to grasp.

*Interview by Samuel O. Indreiu,
graduate student at Andrews University
in Berrien Springs, Michigan.

Interview

Larry L. Lichtenwalter

For the last fifteen years Larry
Lichtenwalter has been the Senior
Pastor of the Village Seventh-day
Adventist Church in Berrien
Springs, Michigan. He holds a
Ph.D. in Christian ethics and has
authored Well-Driven Nails (ethics and spiritual themes of
Ecclesiastes, 1999), Out of the Pit,
(ethics and inspirational themes
from the life of Joseph, 2000) and
the forthcoming book titled Behind
the Seen (ethics and eschatology of
Esther, Spring 2001). He has done
adjunct teaching at the Seminary
in Biblical Preaching, Leadership
& Administration, and Church &
Society and has been a guest lecturer in ethics and worship. He has
been a speaker at Camp Meetings
and has been a guest speaker at
workers’ meetings touching on professional and/or ministerial ethics
or leadership and inspirational
themes. Lichtenwalter has four sons
and is married to Kathie Baasch
Lichtenwalter. He is interested in
the relationship between eschatology
and ethics and is currently working toward a book on the ethics of
the Apocalypse.

S

habbat Shalom:
What is the purpose
of spiritual life for

you?
Lichtenwalter: Spiritual life orients me to my inner private world
of motives, values, attitudes, hopes,
fears, failures, decisions, and joys.
Who I am in relation to self, others, God. My sense of ”being” and
”doing.” I find it quite existential
in that it is very personal and immediate. But spiritual life also takes
me beyond myself, who I am and
the immediate, and orients me to
the presence and reality of God. He
makes the difference in my life.
Spiritual life keeps others in my
face as well. There is an ethical dimension to it. It’s a three-pronged
experience with the “Godward”
dimension safeguarding it from
being purely existential and subjective, mystical. It has substance,
content. Something objective.
More than just in my head. Un-

fortunately, spiritual life for some
leaves out one of these dynamics—
self, others, or God.
Shabbat Shalom: Why is life
with God the choice for life?
Lichtenwalter: Because life
without God is the choice for miserable life. Or no life at all. Life
without God brings a sense of
”nonbeing” even when you can see
yourself in the mirror. Pinch yourself. Feel. Think. Laugh. True life
can only be lived in relation to
God. Life with God is to choose
life.
Shabbat Shalom: Is life with
God an individual choice or is
God present anyway?
Lichtenwalter: God is present
anyway. Whether we consciously
orient our life to Him or not, God
is there. He is neither inactive nor
silent. He is in relation to us
whether or not we are in relation
to Him. Life with God as our
choice moves us toward relation-
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ship. Relationship, at bottom, defines the reality of life with God.
It is with God. Not alongside of

Authentic life with
God is both
unimaginable and
impossible apart from
His speaking.
God or without Him or in front
of Him.
Shabbat Shalom: Does life with
God have a future?
Lichtenwalter: Of course. Because God is the One who was and
is and the coming One. He is living. Forever. As long as I have
breath, He is there. He promises
to share the gift of life with me—
forever. Life with God has a future
too, because every other orientation for life is proving empty or
disappointing. The realities of our
postmodern world and the exigencies of contemporary society point
to the need for something beyond
ourselves. Something only life with
God can realize.
Shabbat Shalom: Does life with
God imply a particular or ideal
way of life?
Lichtenwalter: It could not be
otherwise, because life with God
assumes relationship with God and
two cannot walk together unless
they be agreed. Life with God
brings about moral and spiritual
congruence with God. Similarity
with Him in valuation, motive,
and action. I look to the ways and
acts of God for my point of reference. What God does is normative.
What He says is truth.
Shabbat Shalom: Could you
describe the elements of your life
with God?
Lichtenwalter: The usual—the
study of Scripture, prayer, meditation, music, worship, ministry,
stewardship. Beyond these expected elements I would include
things like surrender, confession,
dependency, gratitude, love, and

passion. You might call these things
spiritual disciplines. For me, Scripture is the voice of God speaking
to my soul personally. Authentic
life with God is both unimaginable
and impossible apart from His
speaking. As someone has said,
Scripture is the only book that one
can read where the author is always
there with the reader. God speaks
to me in Scripture. I speak to God
in prayer. Somehow His Holy
Spirit connects what’s in my heart
with His and there is dialogue even
in prayer (Romans 8:26, 16; Jude
20).
Shabbat Shalom: What are the
important ingredients of a life
with God?
Lichtenwalter: From a human
standpoint? Listening. Hearing.
Receiving. Obeying. Scripture puts
a high premium on hearing as real
worship. It comes down to the orientation of one’s heart. How one
is in one’s inner private world in
relation to God. The opposite is

Lichtenwalter: Study brings
content and objectivity to experience with God and safeguards one
from mysticism and subjectivism.
This is how one comes to not only
know God but experience what it
means to authentically live life with
Him. Study brings shape to the
moral and spiritual realities that
can never be separated from life
with God.
How do I study? Constantly. In
bits and pieces. For hours at a time.
Scripture is my focal point for orientation to life with God and the
moral/spiritual implications of that
journey. I use varied translations. I
connect with the original languages
of Scripture. I memorize. I pray
over things I have read. I ask God
to open His word to the inner private world of my spiritual moral
imagination. I pray for a discerning spirit.
Shabbat Shalom: How important are aesthetic aspects—for example, art, music, literature, na-

Scripture puts a high premium on hearing as
real worship.
stiff-necked resistance, an attitude
that creates distance from God
rather than relationship with God.
To hear God is not only to catch
the spiritual moral nuance of what
He is communicating, but to say
within one’s self, ”That’s what I
want too,” and in doing so yield
to Him. Letting Him be who He
is, God! Letting oneself become defined by God Himself, His Word
or acts or invitation.
Shabbat Shalom: Let me ask
you about some aspects of a life
with God. For example, how do
you communicate with God?
Lichtenwalter: Any time. Anywhere. About anything. Silently.
Verbally. By my being and doing.
Whenever I am consciously choosing life in the context of His presence.
Shabbat Shalom: Why is study
important in your spiritual life?
And how do you study?
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ture—in your life with God?
Lichtenwalter: Integral. They
can open the way toward deepened
life with God. Art, music, and literature can also undermine my life
with God. It depends on their
quality and themes. Nature both
provides and opens the way towards experiencing the immediacy
of God. He is present in a profound way through nature. It’s a
natural context consistent with our
earthliness. I find aesthetics causes
me to look out of myself. To something larger. Beautiful. At such
moments I feel awe, rest, gratitude,
privilege, desire for more, a sense
of not wanting to leave, I want to
come at it again . . . This can be a
deeply existential moment where
God speaks and I am reminded
that all good things, including creativity, come from Him.
Shabbat Shalom: Is diet or
health also an important part of

spiritual life?
Lichtenwalter: Certainly. He
has made me. He has given me
principles for healthful living. I
glorify him in my body, by what
I eat and drink and do. Since my
mind is the point of contact with
Him it is incumbent for me to do
everything possible to maintain
my health so my mind is clearest
or not preoccupied with the aftermath of whatever form of unhealthful choices I have made.
Shabbat Shalom: So far we
have focused on the individual
life with God, apart from the dimension of the others you have
mentioned before. How do communal activities enrich your life
with God? Why is worship together with other persons of
value to you?
Lichtenwalter: I tell the
Church family that I pastor, ”The
sounds of worship include the
sounds of fellowship . . . we worship best when we worship together.” Life with God is relational—three ways . . . I and God,
I and others, God and others. In
a very profoundly moral and spiritual way worship encompasses
that richness.
Shabbat Shalom: How important are Christian ceremonies
and festivals to your life with
God?
Lichtenwalter: I often look
back on the powerful turningpoint experience of my own baptism. In my prayers and meditation I regularly rehearse how God
opened my life to Him and our
journey together through the
years. It keeps my experience
fresh, even after so many years.
My baptism is there at the beginning. While Sabbath is one of the
busiest days of my week (and life
for that matter), it’s incredible
blessing that is precious to me personally. That’s because I consciously try to envision the ”rest”
that God offers me during these

A long obedience in the same direction creates
a reservoir of moral and spiritual orientation.
moments. I need them. Keeping
Sabbath is a regular experience of
choice to let go of what I want to
do. And concerning the Lord’s
Supper I take its tangible elements
as points of entry into deepened
fellowship with my Lord and spiritual renewal.
Shabbat Shalom: For you, then,
baptism, Sabbath and the Lord’s
Supper are anchors of spirituality.
What is the major source of morality and ethics in your life?
Lichtenwalter: God. His ways.
What He has done, does, and
promises to do. What He says—
Scripture. He provides both content and motivation for my moral
vision, orientation, and life.
Shabbat Shalom: What role
does obedience play in a spiritual
life?
Lichtenwalter: I believe there is
an integral link between obedience
and spiritual life. It’s proportional
in the sense that a long obedience
in the same direction creates a reservoir of moral and spiritual orientation. Obedience opens the
door for deepened spiritual understanding. Spiritual things are spiritually discerned. Obedience is part
of that ”spirituality” — it means
life under the control of the Holy
Spirit. The Holy Spirit is given to
those who obey. He motivates and
empowers obedience as well. Obedience also opens the way to experience God in a profoundly new
way. We come to know God
through obedience. That is the reason why ethics and life with God
are inseparable. The reward for
obedience is not eternal life—that’s
a free gift from God and received
via faith—but knowing God more
deeply.
Shabbat Shalom: The Greeks
regarded work as unworthy of a

”good” person, and they would
have rather kept busy thinking
than working. How do you regard
work?
Lichtenwalter: I certainly don’t
accept such a dichotomy between
thinking and working. Thinking
without work is incomplete. Work
without thinking is mundane,
meaningless, inefficient. Work is
the context in which character is
expressed and developed. Joseph
gives us an example of an incredible work ethic. Paul exhorts slaves
to serve their masters as if they are
working for the Lord. Ultimately,
work has to do with the integrity
of my life with God. While thinking is praiseworthy, and more
people need to think more deeply,
there is dignity in the sweat of the
brow. I tell my sons that work well
done brings a sense of accomplishment and well-being that can not
be described, only experienced.
Shabbat Shalom: Regarding
performance and achievement,
how do you react to the following statements: ”God will provide” and ”I have to work hard to
get what I need”?
Lichtenwalter: Does God help
those who help themselves? No!
God helps those who trust in Him,
claim His promises, and act in a
way that is consistent with that
very trust and those promises
claimed.
Shabbat Shalom: Maybe the
concept of rest plays a role in this
performance-oriented society, as
well as in our spiritual lives. What
does rest mean to you?
Lichtenwalter: Rest? There is a
physical part to it. There’s a spiritual, emotional, and moral perspective as well. It’s hard to get a
handle on fully, but I know that
my life with God enables rest in

The reward for obedience is . . . knowing God more deeply.
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Life with God is difficult when life in general
is busy to the place where your resources are
being stretched to the limit.
the midst of busyness, failure, and
exhaustion. Sabbath, prayer, meditation, the reading of Scripture,
being in nature, are each moments
where God’s rest is experienced
within.
Shabbat Shalom: Rest and recreation seem to be closely linked.
What is recreation for you? And
how do you relate recreation to
spiritual life?
Lichtenwalter: Recreation
to me is very earthy, human . . .
something that links my inner private world with the reality of the
world around. It brings physical
and emotional wellness. As far as
spiritual life . . . recreation can be
worldly and erode spirituality because it leaves you tired because of
its artificiality or the level of excitement that it often creates. Recreation that is earthy is consistent
with spiritual life. Earthliness and
spirituality are part of what it means
to be a living being made from dust
and the breath of life.
Shabbat Shalom: If there is
“earthy recreation,” then do you
think there is something like
spiritual recreation?
Lichtenwalter: I haven’t thought
of it that way, but now that you ask,
yes! Surely those moments when we
take in an extraordinary piece of
spiritual music, for example (any of
the arts would do, and nature, for
that matter), and our inner private
world is caught up in joy or excitement because of its beauty and
message and how it leaves us with
a sense of well-being with God, refreshed in spirit, or with moral/
spiritual equilibrium could be
termed spiritual recreation. Worship in its joyful, celebrating,
thanksgiving moods would be spiritually recreative. And so would a
captivating spiritual book or conversation with someone on fire with
a passion for God. However, I

would not want to place a dichotomy between the two. My understanding of recreation as earthly,
as opposed to worldly, is consistent
with spirituality because, as I have
said, earthliness and spirituality are
part of what it means to be a living
being made from dust and the
breath of life. I would call it an
earthly spirituality, so to speak. In
that sense any stimulus or experience, whether spiritual or earthly,
that is truly recreative is consistent
with our makeup. It’s part of the
mystery of being made in the image of God on the one hand and
part of created beings on the other.
Shabbat Shalom: Life with God
appears to be the best decision one
can ever make, though there are
certainly times when challenges
come along. When is life with God
difficult?
Lichtenwalter: When He commands. When He convicts. When
He is silent. When His will may
not be all that clear and it appears
I am left to sort things out on my
own using principles or rules or
values He has articulated. Life with
God is difficult when life in general is busy to the place where your
resources are being stretched to the
limit. At such times you often only
get a “whiff ” of God. Connecting
with Him deeply takes energy you
don’t appear to have. Sometimes
life with God can get difficult when
life with someone else is difficult.
It doesn’t have to be, and it isn’t
always. But it’s often so, because
of what you know you should be
like or do and what you are doing
or want to do in relation to someone else.
Shabbat Shalom: How are
people, young and old, initiated
to live a life with God?
Lichtenwalter: The most natural way is through the life of someone who has authentic life with
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God. Personal example and testimony and one’s spiritual disciplines
open the way for more cerebral
ponderings on the part of others.
There is something magnetic about
it. God has intended it so. There
needs to be intentional focus on the
relational experience of life with
God. It is more than knowledge.
And more than feeling. It is experiential. You encourage people to
experiment. Through prayer.
Reading Scripture. Claiming the
promises. Etc. “Taste and see.” If
it’s real for you it is easier to help
someone envision that it can be real
for them. If it’s real for you, others
will likely desire it for themselves.
Shabbat Shalom: What would
you share from your personal experience to kindle someone’s interest in a life with God?
Lichtenwalter: I would tell
them that all that I am and have
and have accomplished is the result of my life with God. I am what
I am by the grace of God! I would
take them back to my own decision moment and trace a few episodes of my journey with Him. I
would share Scripture that tells of
His love and character and concern
and promises and invitation. I
would tell them that this has been
the single most important decision
I have ever made in my life and that
I have never regretted it. They can
have life with God too! He is waiting. Knocking at the door. He
promises that if we seek Him and
search for Him with all our heart,
we will find Him. He longs to walk
with us through life.

Hebrew Scriptures

Choosing Life with God
Jacques B. Doukhan

What it means down here to live with God

The first word of God to the
first man concerns a mitzvah.
Indeed the text uses the verb
tsavah (to command), from
which comes the word mitzvah,
to describe God’s address: “And
the Lord God commanded the
man, saying, ‘Of every tree of the
garden you may freely eat; but of
the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil you shall not eat, for in
the day that you eat of it you shall
surely die’” (Genesis 2:16-17).
1. The Choice of Life
First God made the gift of all
the trees in the garden. Man
could eat from all of them. Before being a requirement, a demand, the first mitzvah is then
a gift, the grace of freedom. Man
is free to choose among thousands of trees in the garden.
Only one tree remains outside
the borders of this grace, “the
tree of knowledge of good and
evil.” The consequence of choosing this tree is death, the opposite of life. It is significant in-

deed that at the end, as a result
of man’s eating of this tree the
text tells us that “the way to the
tree of life” is now forever shut
to humans (Genesis 3:24).
The story of this first human
failure contains two lessons.
First, man is not free to choose
evil, he is not free to choose to
ignore God’s will. This observation tells us something about the
biblical understanding of freedom. Free is only the one who
stays within God’s parameters.
Free is only the one who chooses
to walk according to God’s
guidelines. To choose God is to
choose freedom. One can even
argue further that the one who
chooses evil loses his or her freedom to choose. For the one who
chooses evil ends up being a
slave to something else, and in
the process loses his or her identity. Only with God, the Creator, who knows the formula of
ourselves we may be able to find
ourselves and fulfill our identity.
For as the rabbis used to say:
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“Only he is master of himself
who lives with God” (Abodah
Zorah, 5b).
The second lesson confirms
the first. Outside of God, the
Creator, the Provider of life,
man is bound to die. Choosing
evil leads to the loss of one’s life.
And if we lose our life we cannot be ourselves anymore, we
cannot fulfill ourselves, we cannot choose, we cannot be free—
simply because we do not exist
anymore. The two lessons are
therefore related; they are both
concerned with life. The text of
Deuteronomy that contains the
last speech of Moses to Israel
seems to be a commentary on
this first page of Genesis. As Israel prepares to enter the promised land, Moses, who is about
to leave this world forever, feels
it necessary to remind them of
the same great lesson about life:
“See, I have put before you today life and good, and death and
evil” (Deuteronomy 30:15). In
this passage Moses equals life
with good and death with evil.
A few verses further he gets more
explicit and clearly identifies
what good and life are: “that you
may love the Lord your God,
that you may obey His voice,
and that you may cling to Him,
for this is your life and the
length of your days” (Deuteronomy 30:20).
The biblical truth is now well
spelled out: loving God and
obeying His voice amount to
“life and length of days.” To
choose God means then to
choose life. A Psalm of David
elaborates on the same thought:
“For with You is the fountain of
life; in Your light we see light”
(Psalm 36:9). The very fact that
life is associated with light is an
indication of how the ancient
Hebrews understood the meaning of life. It was not just something to enjoy, it was not a passive state. Instead it was a dynamic way of life, a walk, a path.
Light was then associated with

The first mitzvah is a gift, the grace of freedom.
the presence of God and more
precisely with His directions on
the path of existence: “Your
word is a lamp to my feet and a
light to my path” (Psalm
199:105).
In the Hebrew perspective life
was found only in the light of
God; outside of God we would
be in darkness and in death. In
fact, life with God was understood as a biological necessity. It
is significant indeed that the
very word that is used to express
the idea of spiritual life is the
word ruah, which means “spirit”
but also means “breath” that is
for the Hebrew the very principle of life: “You send forth
Your spirit (ruah), they are created; and You renew the face of
the earth” (Psalm 104:30).
Thus, the very fact that every
human being has the ruah—we
breathe, we are alive—qualifies
him or her to be a spiritual being. This linguistic observation
not only means that man owes
his life to God. God gave man
the ruah, the breath; God is his
creator. It also implies a philosophy of existence. Humans exist
only in relationship with God.
Humans are religious, or they do
not exist. The religious dimension, life with God, is not simply a response to spiritual needs,
it is a biological necessity.
2. Choices in Life
Insofar as we decide to live
with God, our life is henceforth
conducted and nourished by the
awareness of God’s presence.
Prayers. Since God is alive and
since He is the one on whom my
life, my breathing, my biological survival depends, I am in
great need to be in relation with
Him, to be in some mode of
communication, whereby He
speaks to me and I speak to
Him. This phenomenon is called
prayer (see our special issue of
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Shabbat Shalom on “prayer,”
Winter 1998-99/5758).
The people of the Bible and
all their followers have found in
prayer a vital necessity. Prayer is
not a mere psychological or even
a mere spiritual experience that
is supposed to meet the spiritual
soul within us. Prayer is vital and
concerns my life, even my physical life, because it brings me in
touch with “the God of my Life”
(Psalm 42:9, English verse 8).
The rabbis of the Talmud recommended to pray “to the Master
of life” who “will hear you in every trouble” (Y. Berakot 9). This
is why in biblical tradition

Man is not free . . .
to choose to ignore
God’s will.
prayers accompany every moment of life: “Prayer also will be
made . . . continually, and daily
He shall be praised” (Psalm
72:15). Thus, prayer has been
compared to the act of breathing. It is always there like breathing, like life.
Yet prayer is not natural. We
don’t always do it spontaneously.
Therefore precisely because it is
a dimension of life, it is not just
something which should be operated only in some specific circumstances, on the occasion of
crisis or in a moment of trouble.
Prayer should also be monitored
and organized. Alongside these
spontaneous prayers that follow
the accidents and the needs of
the believers, the Bible witnesses
to a regular program of prayer
exercises. The prophet Daniel
prayed three times a day (Daniel
6:10, 13). Prayer is also a discipline which submits the individual at any time. Even if we
do not feel the need to pray we
should pray. In fact, this exer-

The religious dimension, life with God, is not
simply a response to spiritual needs, it is a
biological necessity.
cise will create and develop a familiarity with God that will
have an effect on our daily lives
and inspire our choices that ultimately fashion our existence.
Study the Scriptures. The
study of the Holy Scriptures (see
our special issue of Shabbat Shalom on “the Bible,” December
1995/Kislew 5756) that tell the
story of the God of Israel at
work in the Universe, in the
world, in Israel, and in the individual is also an important
part of life with God. Exposed
to these texts we will learn about
the God of life and we will also
learn about the mechanism, the
nerve of our lives. This lesson is
given by Moses in the conclusion of his speech, as he completed the words of the Torah

be careful to observe—all the
words of this law. For it is not a
futile thing to you, because it is
your life [emphasis supplied].
And by this word you shall prolong your days . . .”
(Deuteronomy 32:45-47). This
lesson is taught by the wise man
to his disciple: “My son, give attention to my words . . . for they
are life to those who find them”
(Proverbs 4:20-22).
It may sound strange that the
study of a text, a mere intellectual process, may bring life to its
reader. Yet there is no charm in
it. It is not because we read these
words and pronounce the right
formula that magically we shall
become healthy and more alive.
It is not the sound of these words
that will have an effect on us,

entr usted to him by God:
“Moses finished speaking all
these words to all Israel, and he
said to them, ‘Set your hearts on
all the words which I testify
among you today, which you
shall command your children to

but what they mean for us. Indeed these texts, the words of
God, contain important instructions for our very lives. Therefore they require our utmost attention. The ancient Jews were
acutely aware of this demand

since they called the exercise of
studying the Scriptures a Derash,
which means “demand.” The
text is under high demand. It’s
investigated, it’s squeezed until
it gives its juice, it’s searched,
and its words will ultimately
challenge us, shape us, and make
us alive. For it is not enough to
hear the words, to study them intellectually we must bring them
into our lives. It is noteworthy
that the verb shama, which
means “hear” and introduces the
great prayer of Israel “Shema Israel,” means also understand and

To study the word
means to live by the
word.
obey. We have not heard as long
as we have not understood, we
have not understood as long as
we have not obeyed. This principle shines through the Israelite response to God’s giving of
the Torah: naaseh venishma, “we
shall do and then we shall obey”
(or hear or understand, Exodus
24:7). Here the intellectual,
spiritual operation of hearing,
understanding, proceeds from
the doing. It is the bringing of
the words into our lives that will
help us understand the impact
and even the meaning of the
Scriptures. The best way, the
only efficient way to study and
to understand the Scriptures is
to run the risk of applying its
words in our lives. To study the
word means then to live by the
word.
Ethics. To choose life implies
to choose a way of life that is in
conformity with God’s law (see
our special issue of Shabbat Shalom on “the law,” April 1996/
Nisan 5756), as the book of
Proverbs states: “the road of righteousness leads to life” (Proverbs
12:28). The biblical religion is
therefore not just a beautiful
mystique, or even a profound
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wisdom, or a well-developed system of doctrines; it is not made
of an extraordinary spiritual or
emotional experience or an intellectual satisfaction. It is made
essentially of concrete choices in
the flesh of our existence. Thus,
the requirement of holiness that
is supposed to elevate us to a supreme state is not a call for leaving this world or this body or the
other people. On the contrary,
it is an appeal that involves us
with this world, this body and
the others. It concerns our way
of being, of living, our eating,
our drinking, our thinking, but
also our way of behaving in society, of relating to our neighbor. Religious life is first of all
an ethical life. From the biblical
perspective, it is inconceivable to
claim to be religious if one entertains unethical acts. Moral
acts are a part of religion. As the
Talmud points out: “He who
does a moral act associates himself with God in His creative
work” (Shabbat 10a). Inversely,
immoral acts take us away from
God and from religion.
All these requirements and
calls for difficult choices, that
sometimes run against our natural inclinations, do not sound
like nice music to our ears. They
give the impression that religion
is full of interdictions, full of
“thou shalt not,” full of negatives. The God of the Bible appears then to be a demanding
and severe Judge who enjoins
His servants to obey Him and is
ready to punish them if they
don’t. Indeed, religious people
have often pointed to this God.
Emphasizing the negative over
the positive, they have given the
testimony of a God who was
closer to death and sadness to
than to life and happiness.
It is in fact the opposite. The
God of the Bible is the God of
life. To choose to live with Him
should then not lead to sadness
and to death, but on the con-

trary to life and joy and eventually to the joy of life. All the
trees stand before our eyes. It is
our duty to pick from them all
and to taste from them and fully
enjoy them. For they are the
Creator’s gifts to us. Yet God’s
big yes is accompanied by a very

God’s big yes is
accompanied by a
very small no. . . .
The full enjoyment
goes along with some
reservation.
small no; just one tree over
against the thousand trees is
kept from our hand. The full
enjoyment goes along with
some reservation. This tension
is described by the book of
Ecclesiastes: “Rejoice, O young
man, in your youth, and let
your heart cheer you in the days
of your youth. Walk in the ways
of your heart, and in the sight
of your eyes. Yet know that for
all these things God will bring
you into judgment” (Ecclesiastes 11:9). It is also interesting that the next verse associates the duty to enjoy life and
to keep sorrow far from one’s
heart with the duty to resist evil:
“Therefore remove sorrow from
your heart, and put away evil
from your flesh” (Ecclesiastes
11:10).
3. A New Life
This is in fact God’s dream
for mankind: a holy people, a
people that chooses to live with
God. Yet the question remains,
How are we going to become
holy and put away evil? How are
we going to make it? The answer
is simple: Choose life with God,
choose “to walk in His ways always” (Deuteronomy 19:9) or
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in Jeremiah’s words, to walk “in
the old paths, where the good
way is” (Jeremiah 6:16). The
outcome of this choice is God’s
promise: “I will walk among you
and be your God, and you shall
be My people” (Leviticus 26:12).
Ultimately, by walking among us
God will provide us with the
means to become His people.
Rabbi Simeon ben Lakish said in
the Talmud, “If a man chooses
evil, the opportunity is given to
him, but God will not help him
to do it; if a man chooses God,
God will help to do it” (Shabbat
104a). The Bible describes this
life with God as a “new” life, a
life that is ensured by God Himself. Choose to walk with Him,
and He will walk with you. This
reciprocal process of the biblical covenant transpires in the
whole Bible. One of the most
eloquent illustrations of this
principle is the case of the four
Hebrews in the book of Daniel
who choose to remain faithful to
their God, choose to eat and
drink, to live with God (Daniel
1). They followed the divine diet
for ten days and as a result they
became ten times healthier and
wiser than the others. There is a
connection between their work
and their reward. Yet a few verses
further we learn that this wisdom and this health were also a
free grace from above. “God gave
them knowledge and intelligence in all literature and wisdom” (Daniel 1:17).
David goes through the same
experience. After he chooses to
repent and to walk with God, he
pleads: “Create in me a clean
heart, O God, and renew a
steadfast spirit within me”
(Psalm 51:10). The Midrash
comments on the Psalm, “Repentance makes man a new creation; although dead through sin
he is fashioned afresh” (Midrash
Tehillim 18).
This miracle is still repeated
every morning when we wake up
and bless God for resurrecting us

from the darkness of the night
and the unconsciousness of
sleep. The lesson of this miracle
is particularly present in the
symbolic custom of the miqveh
whereby the repenting believer
plunges into the water, symbol
of death and darkness (Genesis
1:2), to signify his or her decision to come out of the water as

a clean and a new creature. As
Maimonides comments, “One
who sets his heart on becoming
clean becomes clean as soon as
he has immersed himself, although nothing new has befallen
his body” (Maimonides, Yad
Miqvat, 11:12). It is interesting
that the same ideas are associated
with baptism, as Paul explained:

“Therefore we were buried with
Him through baptism into
death, that just as Christ [the
Messiah] was raised from the
dead by the glory of the Father,
even so we also should walk in
newness of life” (Romans 6:4).
It is then ultimately God who
will give us this new life. For
only the Creator can do it.

A Smile from God
- Noah!
- Yes, what do you want?
- Take out one of the hippopotamuses and bring in another one.
- But why?
- Because you brought two males and you should have brought a male and a female!
- No! I do not bring anything else. Do it yourself!
- Come on, Noah. You know that I do not work like this.
- Yes, but I am sick of it. I am exhausted. I worked all day long, for weeks. It is always
the same thing. I do not want to work with, to work for you anymore . . .
- Noah!
- Yeees . . .
- How long can you float on the water?
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Roots

Life Before God
Reinaldo Siqueira, Ph.D.
Professor of Old Testament

I

In most of the
world’s religions, the
concept of life with God
translates itself mainly into being
withdrawn from the ordinary
world. Such a concept normally
implies abandoning the things that
characterize common life (like
work, marriage and love, the pursuit of happiness, the acquisition of
goods, etc.), and focusing on the inward religious life. As a result, monastic and ascetic life are usually understood to be the real, or at least
the highest, experience of a life with
God.
Judaism, however, has had a
quite different understanding of
what it means to live with God.
Since biblical times, life with God
was understood as to “live in the
presence of God.” Common life in
an ordinary world should not be
abandoned, but rather one should
strive to fashion it to the holiness
appropriate to God’s presence.1
Work, love, possessions, time, relationships, any and every aspect of
life should be consecrated to God.

Not the search for an inward life but
the experience of a life fashioned by
God’s will and commandments represented the real life with God.
Historically, Christianity, in a
very early stage, adopted the concept of the inward religious life as
the true life with God.2 It became
henceforth the most common and
influential understanding in Christian circles, even among those
Christians who do not promote monasticism and asceticism as the ideal
Christian life.
The New Testament’s concept of
life with God, nevertheless, stands
quite opposite to this widespread inward understanding. According to
the ancient Jewish understanding,
the New Testament focuses on the
consecrated “living before God” as
the real expression of life with God.
Indeed, the expression before God
punctuates many New Testament
passages that illustrate well what a
life with God is. In Luke 1:6, for
example, Zacharias and Elizabeth,
the parents of John the Baptist, are
presented as “righteous before God,
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living blamelessly according to all
the commandments and regulations
of the Lord.”3 For many followers
of Yeshua, He was perceived as “a
prophet mighty in word and deeds
before God” (Luke 24:19). The pious and righteous life of Cornelius,
a gentile, came as “a memorial before God” (Acts 10:4), and his willingness to stand “before God” and
hear His word showed to Peter and
the other Jewish believers that “God
shows no partiality, but in every
nation anyone who fears Him and
does what is right is acceptable to
Him” (Acts 10:33-34). Paul, addressing the members of the Jewish
Council (Sanhedrin) of his time,
said, “Brethren, I have lived before
God in all good conscience up to
this day” (Acts 23:1). In his letters,
Paul made clear what it meant for
him to live “in good conscience before God.” In Romans 2:13, he argues that “it is not the hearers of
the law that are righteous before
God, but the doers of the law who
will be justified.” In his letters to
the believers in Thessalonica, he

Faithful to its Scriptural and Jewish roots, life with God in the New
Testament is not a sad, self-mortifying kind of “half-life.” It is rather
“fullness of life,” it is “LIFE” in uppercase.
prayed in their favor saying “may
the Lord make you increase and
abound in love to one another and
to all men, as we do to you, so that
He may establish your hearts without unblamable in holiness before
our God and Father, at the coming
of our Lord Jesus with all the saints”
(1 Thessalonians 3:13). He exhorted
his young coworker, Timothy, who
had observed his teachings, conduct, aim in life, faith, patience,
love, steadfastness, persecutions,
and sufferings, to live a godly life in
the Messiah. Such a life indeed was
to continue to live in what he had
learned since childhood, a life according to the Holy Scriptures.
These Holy Writings were able to
instruct him to salvation in the Messiah Yeshua, for “all scripture is inspired by God and profitable for
teaching, for reproof, for correction,
and for training in righteousness,
that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good
work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17). In the
light of this statement, Paul charged
Timothy, “before God and the Messiah Jesus who is to judge the living
and the dead,” to be a faithful minister (2 Timothy 4:1-5). James, one
of the main pillars of the incipient
Christian Community, and the
head of the Jewish Christian community of Jerusalem at the time,
addressed his letter to all the believers, saying that “religion that is pure
and undefiled before God and the
Father is this: to visit orphans and
widows in their affliction, and to
keep oneself unstained from the
world” (James 1:27).
“To live before God” is also “to
live to God” (Romans 6:10; 14:78). This implies not the forsaking
of the things common to human life
but the abandoning of sin, of wickedness. The believer in the Messiah
is called upon to walk in newness
of life, in a life of obedience to God

that leads to righteousness for sanctification (Roman 6:2-19; 1 Peter
2:24). Every aspect of a believer’s life
should be lived for the glory of God
(“so whether you eat or drink, or
whatever you do, do all to the glory
of God”—1 Corinthians 10:31).
This kind of life is also called “the
life by God,” the “life by the Messiah” (John 6:57), or the “life by the
power of God” (2 Corinthians
13:4). It is also “the life in the Spirit”
or “by the Spirit” (Romans 8;
Galatians 5:25; 1 Peter 4:6).
The idea of life in God, or in the
Messiah, or by the power of God,
or by or in the Spirit (in Hebrew,
the Ruah) reflects a Jewish concept

Work, love,
possessions, time,
relationships, any
and every aspect of
life should be
quite common by the time of Paul
and the first Christians, usually
known as the doctrine of the “Two
Ways” or the “Two Spirits,” or also
the “Two Masters.” Accordingly,
there are only two ways in life open
before a human being: one that
leads to death and the other to life
(Matthew 7:13-14; compare
Deuteronomy 30:15-20). Each way
is related to one “Master” that the
individual must choose to serve.
One is his own evil inclination (the
yetser), “the spirit of flesh,” the “spirit
of defilement” that rules over him.
The other is God (the Yotser: “the
Creator”). One cannot serve both;
he must choose one and put the
other to “anger.” In serving God,
man angers his evil inclination and
puts it to death. The man who serves
God lives by His Spirit, and is led

by Him to a life in accordance with
His laws and will.4
According to Romans 8, the
“Spirit of life in the Messiah” implies the fulfillment of God’s just requirements of the law in one’s life
(vs. 4). Those who walk according
to the Spirit have their mind on the
things of the Spirit, and this results
in Hay, life, and Shalom, peace (vss.
5-6). The life in the Spirit leads to a
“Child and Father” relationship
with God, and one can therefore cry
“Abba, Father!” (vs. 15). As a child
of God, he or she becomes God’s
heir and fellow heir with the Messiah, with whom he or she will be
glorified (vs. 17).
New Testament passages like
Matthew 5-7; Romans 12-15;
Galatians 5:16-6:10; Ephesians
4:17-6:9; Philippians 1:27-2:18;
3:17-4:9; Colossians 3:1-4:6; 1
Thessalonians 4:1-5:22; 2
Thessalonians 2:13-3:16, etc., make
very practical applications of what
it means to live “in the Spirit,” to
“live with God.” Faithful to its
Scriptural and Jewish roots, life with
God in the New Testament is not a
sad, self-mortifying kind of “halflife.” It is rather “fullness of life,” it
is “LIFE” in uppercase, as Yeshua
Himself said: “I came that they may
have life, and have it abundantly”
(John 10:10).
1
Arthur Green, “Introduction,” in
Jewish Spirituality: From the Bible to the
Middle Ages (New York: Crossroad,
1986), xiii-xiv.
2
Especially from the third century
C . E . o n w a rd s ; s e e Ja c k s o n J .
Spielvogel, Western Civilization, vol. 1
(St. Paul: West Publishing Co., 1991),
201-206.
3
All biblical quotations are from the
Revised Standard Version.
4
See the study on the Jewish doctrine of the “Two Ways” in Joseph
Shulam, A Commentary on the Jewish
Roots of Romans (Baltimore: Lederer,
1997), 209-290.
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Viewpoint

Life Without God
Clifford Goldstein

L

ife with God?
That phrase is almost redundant.
There’s no such thing as life without God. Existence, protein
transfer, metabolic function, yes.
But life?
Nietzsche once said, God is
dead. If so, what does that mean
for those made in His image? It
means that there is no hope of
ever finding out how to live. And,
if we don’t know how to live, how
can we live?
Jean Paul Sartre, the century’s
most influential atheist, said that
“it is very distressing that God
does not exist, because all possibility of finding values in a
heaven of ideas disappears along
with Him; there can no longer be
an a priori Good, since there is
no infinite and perfect consciousness to think it.” Bertrand Russell
wrote that “many traditional
ethical concepts are difficult to
interpret except on the assumption that there is a God or a
World Spirit or at least an immanent cosmic Purpose.” Atheist
apologist J. L. Mackie argued
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that “moral properties constitute
so odd a cluster of properties and
relations that are most unlikely
to have risen in the ordinary
course of events without an allpowerful god to create them.”
In a life without God . . . the
Truth, or the Good (whatever
those terms now mean) do not
permeate the world as do the
Pythagorean theorem, the Laws
of Thermodynamics, or Planck’s
constant; morals are not like Special or General Relativity, fundamental facts of reality waiting
thousands of years for Albert
Einstein to extract them from the
air. Instead, in a life without
God, morality is as subjective and
personal as fingerprints; perhaps
it’s not even that real but mere
cultural and personal biases more
dependent upon one’s childhood
relationship to his or her mother
than upon any transcendent
norm. There is no “ought,” only
“is” and from this “is” no “ought”
can be absolutely derived. With
God dead, moral knowledge can’t
exist, only moral belief. Morality
is a preference, as for Beethoven’s

Third Symphony over David
Bowie’s The Rise and Fall of Ziggy
Stardust and the Spiders From
Mars, or for Big Macs over Clams
Casino. Values are judged by
their utility; “good” gets the
trains to run on time, “bad”
causes them to be late. Or even
less fundamental: “good” is what
you like, “bad” is what you don’t.
Human senses (not divine commandments), human appetites
(not sacred texts), and human
desires (not religious injunctions), these are the stuff that
morality—good, evil, right, and
wrong—are made of because
there is nothing else. Truth is
horizontal, not vertical; it’s physical, not spiritual; it comes from
mitosis, testosterone, and protein
metabolism, not from the Lord,
the Torah, the Ruach HaKodesh.
Values have to be contrived from
among ourselves, concocted out
of a boiling brew of human passion, flesh, and dreams, and not
revealed by some brooding omnipresence in the sky. As players
in a game, we make up the rules
as we go along; we must, because
the primates didn’t leave behind
detailed instructions.
Of course, Bertrand Russell,
Friedrich Nietzsche, John Paul
Sartre, and J. L. Mackie all knew
that it was wrong to torture little
children. Many atheists and secularists have been, still are, and
will be “good” people, at times
even “better” than their religious
counterparts (after all, when was
the last time a skeptic strapped
himself full of explosives and
took out a city bus?). That atheists and secularists can devise internally coherent moral systems
is not the issue; the issue, instead,
is what they can’t do—and that
is derive an internally coherent
moral system based upon any
transcendent or immutable absolute because—they assert (often
absolutely)—none exists.
A system is only as stable as its
foundation. Why build a house
on pink elephants when nothing

With God dead, moral knowledge can’t exist,
only moral belief
more than a purple turtle could
knock it down? We work only
with what’s available, and for the
secularist, the atheist, what’s
available is only conditional, relative, human, nothing more because there is nothing else.
If values are derived from humanity, from human needs, from
human nature, from human desires alone, because these needs,
natures, and desires are malleable,
fluctuating, and transient, all
morals systems based on them
must be as well. Maybe that’s
good; maybe values should
change along with desires and
needs; maybe morals should fluctuate with the Winter Solstice or

ment stick together with the sweat
of his intellectual and moral turmoil. Sofya Semyonovna
Marmeladov becomes a prostitute in order to feed her starving
little brother and sister. Rodion
Ramonovitch Raskolnikov kills a
nasty, spiteful old usurer and
steals her money in order to help
his mother and sister, to advance
his studies, and to become someone great who will devote himself to fulfilling his “humane obligations to mankind.”
Were these acts, given the intense circumstances that framed
them, wrong? Was Rodion
Ramonovitch right when he said
that “a single misdeed is permis-

If values are derived from humanity, from
human needs, from human nature, from
human desires alone, because these needs,
natures, and desires are malleable,
fluctuating, and transient, all morals
systems based on them must be as well.
the full moon; maybe there
should be no moral axioms, only
moral hypotheses, maybe there
should be no moral imperatives,
only moral hunches. Maybe truth
is more poetic than geometric,
more hormonal than metaphysical, more like wind than rocks.
If so, then, one must admit that,
given specific circumstances, torturing little children might be the
moral thing to do. Who can say
with terminal certainty that it’s
wrong when, working only with
the conditional and the relative,
you can never say anything but
the conditional and the relative?
Dostoevsky grappled with
these questions so fervently that
the pages of Crime and Punish-

sible if the principal aim is right,
a solitary wrongdoing and hundreds of good deeds!” If there be
no God who has imposed an immutable moral order on the universe, what grounds can one use
to, categorically, condemn murder and prostitution? What authority can, justly, impose these
moral restraints upon autonomous souls?
None.
That’s what life without God
would be like. That’s why, in the
end, it’s not really life.
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Jewish Thought

Tisha b’Av or Life and Death with God
A. Hadas

Joseph Dov Soloveitchik (1903-1993)
The renowned Lithuanian Talmudic scholar Rabbi Soloveitchik is looked
to in North America as the leader of
modern centrist Orthodoxy and was
popularly known simply as “the Rav.”
His teaching of Jewish philosophy has
formed two generations of Orthodox
rabbinical students at Yeshiva University in New York. His annual lectures
on teshuvah (Repentance) at the convention of the Rabbinical Council of
America became the major annual academic event for United States Orthodox Jewry.
Soloveitchik was born in Ruzhan,
Poland. At the age of 28 he received in
1931 his doctoral degree at the University of Berlin for his dissertation on
Hermann Cohen. The following year
he emigrated with his wife to the United
States and founded in Boston the
Maimonides School while serving as
Rabbi of the Orthodox community in
Boston. In 1941, Soloveitchik was called
to teach at the theological seminary at
Yeshiva University in New York where
he eventually became head of the Seminary. In 1985, his ill health caused him
to retire. Soloveitchik published only
three books (Halakhic Man, The
Halakhic Mind, and The Lonely Man
of Faith) but every one became an outstanding piece of Jewish philosophy. His
thought focused on assessing the human
situation. mp

“I have set before you today life
and good, death and evil . . . choose
life so that you may live, you and your
descendants” (Deuteronomy 30:15,
19).
Tisha b’Av is one of the darkest
days in the Jewish calendar.1 Its meaning evokes destruction and death.
What could Tisha b’Av have to do
with life with God?
Tisha b’Av is however more than
the mere commemoration of a black
day of Jewish history. Tisha b’Av is
more than nostalgia for a glorious past,
more than the nationalistic longing
for a new temple and a new Jerusalem. Tisha b’Av is more importantly
a reflection on the causes behind the
destruction of the temple. On Tisha
b’Av, Jews mourn less the actual de-

it teach us about life with God? What
does it teach us about life with others?
1. Life with God
It may seem rather odd to start our
investigation of life with God on such
a somber note: death, and death with
God at that. Indeed, what does death
with God have to teach us about life
with God?
We leave the question open and
turn to the book of Lamentations.
There we see three curses: wanderings,
humiliations, and death. Death with
God, or life without God thus takes
on three aspects. First we have wanderings. Without God, we are indeed
condemned to wander upon the earth.
But what does this roaming and rov-

Life with God is not a secret between me and God.
struction of the temple than the deeds
that led up to it. Tisha b’Av is a day of
repentance, and in this sense, a fresh
start, a new beginning. Tisha b’Av
functions as the prelude to a life with
God: “Let us search and examine our
ways and return to Hashem” (Lamentations 3:40). A reflection on Tisha
b’Av is thus the best way to orient our
lives towards God. Indeed, what does
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ing teach us about life with God? Let
us examine what wandering is all
about. Wandering is first of all a certain instability stemming from a certain dissatisfaction with one’s surroundings. And therefore we drift
from place to place: “The wicked are
like chaff . . .” But wandering is much
more than that. Wandering is the incapacity to produce something that

lasts. It is the incapacity to create.
Only the one who settles down has
time to plant the seed, tend it, and
live to see it mature into the fruit.
Creativity involves a part of settling
down, a stability.
Life with God is thus a life by
which creativity is made possible. The
drifter will never create something
that lasts. He will manifest the sparks
of genius but will never be able to
channel his talent into a work of art.
Life without God can thus be compared to a desert where one drifts, always looking for fresher land and
never taking the time to plant the
seeds of one’s own garden.
It is from wandering that come
humiliation and death. In his book
The Lonely Man of Faith, Joseph
Soloveitchik distinguishes between
two Adams. The first Adam is created in the image of God and is thus
capable, like God, of creativity. The
first Adam is indeed asked by God
to fill the earth and subdue it. And it
is from there that he gets his dignity
and majesty. The incapacity to create
leads thus to humiliation as one has
nothing to show for oneself. In the
eyes of others, whence we get our dignity, we are nothing.
Finally comes death. Quite disturbingly this death is depicted in the
book of Lamentations as coming
from God: “The Lord has become
like an enemy” (2:5), “You have done
it” (1:21). And indeed, are we to hold
God responsible for the death that
befalls the Israelites? Is He at the origin of death as well as of life?
Perhaps it is that death befalls
those who wander so far from God
that He cannot protect them anymore. Indeed, the exile of the Israelites started way before the Diaspora.
It is the exile from God that led to
the exile from Jerusalem. The exile
of the heart led to the exile of the
body.
Life with God has taken a clearer
meaning with our analysis of death
with God. The negative attributes of
death with God—wandering, humiliation and death—have all clarified the positive aspects of creativity
and dignity that accompany our life
with God. Yet there remains one
problem. And our analysis of life with
God will not be complete until we
have acknowledged this problem.
Our problem stems from a post-Ho-

locaust reading of the book of Lamentations.
Indeed, the passage of Lamentations becomes a very strange yet familiar setting when we read it in the
light of the 1945 events: “The adversary has stretched out his hand
over all her precious things” (1:10) ,
“my children are desolate” (1:16),
“the little ones ask for bread” (4:4),
“their skin is shriveled on their bones,
it is withered, it has become like
wood” (4:8), “our skin has become
as hot as an oven, because of the
burning heat of famine” (5:10). All

vividly evoke the historical happenings of 1945. We are reminded of
the massive seizure of Jewish belongings and wealth; we are reminded of
the ghetto of Warsaw, of the concentration camps.
The harsh depiction above would
however make perfect sense were it
not for one problem. There were in
this case no iniquities. Indeed the
Holocaust did not befall secular Jews
or wayward Jews, but crushed one
of the most faithful and spiritual
communities of the Jewish world.
Death with God takes suddenly
a new aspect. The Holocaust becomes death with God in the sense
of martyrdom, of Kiddush Hashem.
But martyrdom has not much to
teach us about life. And it is life we
are concerned about. Our question
is as follows: How are we then to live
with God so as to avoid death? What
does the Holocaust teach us about
life with God? It would seem that to
avoid sin is just not enough anymore.
Does life with God entail more than
our individual faithfulness to Him?

not only to worry about our own sins
but also about the sins of our neighbors.
This is what Emmanuel Levinas
means when he speaks of the weight
of responsibility. There is no individual good conscience inasmuch as
I am originally bound to the other
and thus to his sin. To think that one
has only to account for one’s own
wrongdoings was Job’s error. Indeed,
crushed by the curse, Job does not
understand, for as an individual he
has done nothing wrong. But what
Job needs to comprehend is that there
is no individual innocence. We are
all culprits, we are all responsible. It
is only when Job realizes the collective dimension of his relation with
God that God forgives him: “The
Lord restored the fortunes of Job
when he prayed for his friends” (Job
42:10).
Indeed, life with God is not an individual matter. Any soul-searching
on our part should include a prayer
for our neighbor’s soul. After
Auschwitz it is impossible to live isolated as to what goes on in the world.
For our destinies are linked. It is not
enough to live with God; we must
learn to live with others just as others
must learn to live with us.
This is why on Tisha b’Av we pray
not only for the rebuilding of the
temple but also for the rebuilding of
the world. Tisha b’Av is anything but
a nationalistic holiday. After
Auschwitz it cannot be so anymore.
To pray for our sins is not enough
anymore. If we want to live, we must
also pray for the sins of the world.
Tisha b’Av should not be an exclusive holiday, focused solely on the
rebuilding of the temple and the restoration of the people of Israel, but
should open up a space for all peoples,
and break the barriers, the walls that
separate us from the nations because
our destinies are linked.
Life with God is not a secret between me and God. We are not to
stand alone before God, but to stand
with our neighbor before God. Such
is the essence of a complete and authentic life with God.

2. Life with Others
It would seem that such things as
death occur not only when we have
strayed from God, but also when our
neighbors have. In this sense, we are

1
Tisha b’Av, “the Ninth of (the
month) Av,” is the commemoration of
the destruction of both the First and
Second Temples. On Tisha b’Av, Jews
fast and the megillah Eikhah, the Book
of Lamentations, is read.

To pray for our sins is not
enough anymore. If we
want to live, we must
also pray for the sins of
the world.
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Recent Books
Growing Up Religious: Christians and Jews and Their
Journeys of Faith
Robert Wuthnow
Beacon Press, 1999
249 pp., $27.50
Wuthnow is “interested in
the childhood experiences
that give us clues about the
nature of spirituality. Talking
with adults about their religious upbringing has convinced me that spirituality is much more deeply
rooted in our personal histories, in our families and
congregations, than in anything else” (p. xi).
In his research, Wuthnow and his team interviewed extensively two hundred American men and
women who grew up religious and returned to religion in later life (transcriptions of 50-200 pages
each). The team inquired about their upbringing,
the values they learned as children, their parent’s
religious practices, how they celebrated holidays and
attended religious services, how they matured, and
where their spiritual journey has led them. Wuthnow
discovers that what brings adults back to a spiritual
life has mainly to do with the way family and other
relations formed around religious practice: memories of mothers, fathers, and neighbors whose everyday acts were imbued with spiritual meaning.
No wonder he concludes, “Spirituality has been
most effective in shaping the values of children when
it has been practiced at home as well as in formal
organizations. In the past, people practiced spirituality at home under the most diverse (and adverse)
circumstances. The lesson from this history should
be that spirituality is likely to survive as a feature of
American childhood—if parents and grandparents are
committed to its importance” (p. 236, his emphasis).
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Living before God: Deepening Our Sense of the Divine
Presence
Ben Campbell Johnson
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2000
142 pp., $15.00
Ben Campbell Johnson invites readers to explore ways
to enrich their relationship
with God and to deepen their
sense of God’s presence amid
the daily round. In Living before God he outlines
several spiritual practices that are helpful in fostering a more consistent relationship with God. “‘Living before God’ defines one of the inescapable realities of our being in this world. We have no choice
about the fact of ‘being before God,’ only about how
we posture ourselves in God’s presence. Some people
seem to live most of their lives without ever noticing the One who is their most attentive audience.
Others attend God on occasion. Most of us need
help in learning to live this great adventure” (p. ix).
Campbell feels that many suffer from the “life-sleep”
disease, living blind to the real world. People need
to enter a process of awakening.
Following introductory discussion of the reality
and nature of spiritual awareness, including a fascinating excursus on the “art of wondering,” Campbell
describes various spiritual ways—he calls them “postures”—to live fully and intentionally in the presence of God. Questions he deals with are, for example, What does it mean to truly listen to God?
How do we discern God’s word for us? Can God be
trusted? How can God be noticed in an ordinary
day?
Each chapter concludes with insightful suggestions for journaling designed to let readers experience each specific posture in a concrete way, as well
as with several questions intended to aid reflection
on the ways of being before God.

Principles of Jewish Spirituality
Sara Isaacson
Thorsons, 1999
181 pp., $11.00
Isaacson explores the vibrant heart of Jewish spirituality. Her aim is “to show the
relationship between the practices and ideas of Judaism and
the underlying spiritual bedrock on which they are based”
and to demonstrate “the inner significance which runs consistently through the
outer structures” of the Jewish culture (p. vii). This
introductory guide consisting of three parts traces
spirituality in the history of the Jewish people, spirituality in the life of a Jewish person, and spirituality
in the cycle of the Jewish year. Among others, Jewish Spirituality addresses the Jewish concept about
God, prayer and ritual, work and rest, eating and
drinking, how the Kabbalah fits into the totality of
Judaism, and the significance of festivals, feasts, and
fasting.
Spiritual Judaism: Restoring
Heart and Soul to Jewish Life
David S. Ariel
Hyperion, 1998
318 pp., $21.95
Spiritual Judaism is for
seekers who wish to discover
(or rediscover) the spiritual
teachings and customs of traditional Judaism. Ariel tries
to show how one can incorporate those spiritual traditions into modern practice and live an authentic
spiritual Jewish life. He presents an enlightened view
of Judaism as a living source of inspiration that draws
faithfully on the past but looks boldly to the future.
Though this rich treasury of perceptive understanding of spiritual explorations in daily life is intended
especially for Jews, it will be helpful also for those
living outside the Jewish community who want to
delve into the experience and wisdom of the best of
the spiritual traditions of Judaism.

Stepping Stones to Jewish Spiritual Living
James L. Mirel & Karen
Bonnell Worth
Jewish Lights Publishing,
1998
201 pp., $21.95
How can we bring the sacred
into our busy lives? Stepping
Stones provides suggestions to
transform the ordinary into the
extraordinary. This is an innovative yet practical guide to greater mindfulness and
thanksgiving that brings spirituality into our everyday
lives. Chapters are arranged according to the cycle of each
day—from sunrise to midnight—and feature creative new
rituals, inspiring passages from traditional Jewish texts,
prayers, poems, blessings, acts of kavanah (spiritual intention), and more. Each chapter contains two types of
learning activity: Study, where the authors discuss concepts in Judaism which underpin spiritual practice; and
Walking the Path, where daily activities are described and
contemplation is encouraged. Mirel and Werth truly understand how to offer the rich tradition of Judaism for
the spiritual seeker.
The Women’s Torah Commentary
Rabbi Elyse Goldstein, editor
Jewish Lights Publishing,
2000
474 pp., $34.95
An international array of
women rabbis—representing
all movements within Judaism
that ordain women—joined
forces to comment on the 54
weekly Torah portions or
parashah. Every parashah is explicated by a different
woman. The insightful and distinctive interpretations in
this first comprehensive commentary on the Torah by
women will enrich the reader’s perspective of the Five
Books of Moses. The editor Rabbi Goldstein explains
the uniqueness of this Torah commentary: “We . . . offer
our own brand of homiletic, our own feminist sensibility and sensitivity, and our own list of questions. Like
the rabbis of old, we innovate while trying to stay true to
the text. Like the rabbis of old, we are faced with the
tension of creating a new interpretation while safeguarding the sacredness of the text” (p. 39).
The anthology of homiletic explanations is accompanied by a brief, splendid introduction on the history and
the role of women in rabbinical studies and in the rabbinate. Besides a glossary and suggested further reading—
with an emphasis on a women’s and a feminist perspective—a special feature of this book is that the female contributors are introduced in an appendix of 25 pages.
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“He who keeps instruction is in the way of life” (Proverbs 10:17)
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